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Increasing Group Cohesion through  




Based on the principles of willingness to communicate (MacIntyre, Baker, Clement & Conrod, 
2001) and the language ego (Brown, 2007), the following activity is designed: 1) to lower 
students’ anxiety and stress; 2) to set the stage for group formation and cohesion; and 3) to allow 
the teacher and students to learn, remember, and use each other’s names.  It has been designed to 
help foster a more cohesive classroom environment and is conducted by the teacher and students 
forming a circle and sharing personal information with one another.  By conducting the activity 
in a lighthearted way, students should feel secure to take risks in class and realize that mistakes 
are not only okay but a crucial part of the language learning process.  The activity was evaluated 
through careful observation that was recorded in a teaching journal.  The results suggested that 
there were positive effects on group cohesion.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
Reflected in this activity are a few instructional principles.  First is the principle of willingness to 
communicate (WTC).  Defined by MacIntyre et al. (2001) as “the intention to initiate 
communication, given a choice” (p. 369), WTC combines concepts such as self-confidence and 
anxiety, as well as risk-taking and self-efficacy.  Generally speaking, as students become more 
self-confident and as their anxieties are allayed, they become more willing to experiment with 
and to take necessary risks with their language learning.  As many researchers have found that 
learner anxiety is closely related to WTC (Brown, 2007; Dornyei, 2005; Lightbown & Spada, 
2006; Macintyre, 2007; Yashima, 2002), it is possible that reducing learner anxiety could 
thereby increase students’ WTC (Truxal, 2013).  Thus it is important to create an atmosphere in 
the classroom “that encourages students to try out language….” (Brown, 2007, p. 74).   
 Closely allied to WTC, the second principle reflected in this activity can be affectionately 
called “the warm and fuzzy” principle (Brown, 2007, p. 72), or can more appropriately be 
termed the “Language Ego” (Brown, 2007, p. 72).  As anyone who has learned a second/foreign 
language can attest, there are times during language learning that can be exceedingly difficult to 
say the least.  As Brown (2007) states, “as human beings learn to use a second language, they 
also develop a new mode of thinking, feeling, and acting- a second identity” (p. 72).  Thus when 
people struggle to develop a “second self” (p. 73), their new language ego “can easily create….a 
sense of fragility, a defensiveness, and a raising of inhibitions” (p. 72).  Thus it is critical that the 
teacher provides affective support and that patience and empathy are openly and clearly 
communicated so that   intelligent adults are not reduced to “babbling infants in a second 
language” (Brown, 2007, p. 72). 
 The last principle involved in this activity is related to Richards’ (2005) idea of 
collaboration and sharing.  Learning a foreign language, or even a first language for that matter, 
is an endeavor that requires a lot of sharing of information both on the part of the interlocutor 
and listener.  Thus, as Richards (2005) states, it is quite important that the classroom is seen as a 
community “where learners learn through collaboration and sharing” (p. 10).  Having learners 
become comfortable enough with each other so that they are able to share information is of the 
utmost importance in a foreign language learning environment.   
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The introductory lesson of any class, and especially a foreign language class, can be a 
source of anxiety and stress for students at Rikkyo University in the English Discussion Class 
(EDC) context since they are freshman and are meeting each other for the first time.  In the case 
of the EDC program, students we can be “overwhelmed by the expectation of sustaining long 
discussions” (Hunter, 2012, p. 2-23) in English.  They are adjusting to many new routines and 
challenges in their lives, both inside and outside of the classroom, and a discussion class in 
English can add to their overall stress level.  Thus, one of the primary goals of this activity is to 
create and foster a relaxed learning environment by lowering students’ anxiety and stress. It is 
hoped that the relationships that form in the first five weeks of the semester will carry through 
for the remainder of the semester and allow the students to form cohesive and productive groups.  
These first weeks are especially important, and according to Ehrman and Dornyei (1998), “some 
basic characteristics and the foundations of further development become firmly established in 
those early days” (p. 110). 
  Though the idea of group cohesion has been with us for many years, it is a characteristic 
of human interaction that is quite elusive in nature.  Although authors such as Mullen & Copper 
(1994) have found that cohesiveness is composed of three factors (i.e. interpersonal attraction, 
commitment to task, and group pride), cohesiveness still today does not have very well-
standardized or well-validated measures (Hogg, 1992).  Defined by Festinger, Schacter, and 
Beck as “the attractiveness of the group for its members” (as cited in Libo, 1953, p. 2), 
cohesiveness has actually been the subject of more research than any other aspect of group 
culture.  As Dornyei and Murphey (2004) posit, “this reflects the general belief of scholars that 
the closeness and ‘we feeling’ of a group is a key factor – if not the key factor – in determining 
every aspect of the group’s life” (p. 62).  Forsyth (2010) says that cohesiveness “can lay claim to 
being group dynamics’ most theoretically important concept” (p. 117).  Ehrman and Dornyei 
(1998) state that members of a cohesive group “are more likely than others to participate actively 
in conversations and engage in self-disclosure or collaborative narration, which are basic student 
behaviors in efficient communicative second language tasks” (p. 251).  It is also possible that 
cohesion acts as a “lubricant” that “minimizes the friction due to the human ‘grit’ in the system” 
(Mullen & Copper, 1994, p. 213). 
The first time a group forms, there can be many common, unpleasant feelings that 
learners experience.  Some of these feelings include:  “general anxiety, general lack of 
confidence, anxiety about using the L2 and anxiety about not knowing what to do 
(comprehending)” (Dornyei & Murphey, 2004, pp. 14-15).  Thus, conscious efforts need to be 
made by the teacher in order to “facilitate the creation of cohesive groups” (Ehrman & Dornyei, 
1998, p. 211).  Creating a “stress-free…cooperative classroom environment” (Nation & Newton, 
2009, p. 19), is an important principle in second language teaching and one that should be 
striven for to achieve in every lesson.  The importance of reducing language anxiety (Young, 
1991) cannot be understated and according to MacIntyre (1995), it is possible that more stressed 
students “will not learn as quickly as relaxed students” (p. 96).  Yashima (2007) states that one 
of the ways to encourage students to be more willing to communicate in English is to design 
EFL lessons that “reduce anxiety and build confidence in communication” (p. 63).   Thus to help 
develop cohesive groups, the teacher’s role should be one of empathetic facilitator (Brown, 
2007; Dornyei & Murphey, 2003) whose job is to “establish a friendly climate and manage 
group anxiety” (Dornyei & Murphey, 2003, p. 51).  Thus it is hoped that this activity will be 
helpful in setting the stage for group formation and cohesion since the students will be forming a 
cohesive group right from the start which, correspondingly, should result in “better, less 
inhibited, and more communication” (Hogg, 1992, p. 41) with students who are more willing to 
try out and use language in their discussions.  




 As Dornyei and Murphey (2003) posit, the most important factor in “fostering 
intermember relationships is learning about each other as much as possible, which involves 
sharing genuine personal information” (p. 20).  They go on to say that remembering student 
names and having “students learn each other’s names…is a powerful rapport-building tool for 
the classroom” (p. 28).  Thus with this activity, by the end of the first lesson, both the teacher 
and the students should know each other’s names and will have learned some basic, personal 
information about each other.  Forsyth (2010) states that communication of personal information 
is termed self-disclosure, and it serves “the important function of helping members to get to 
know one another” (p. 130).  Ehrman and Dornyei (1998) contend that one of the functions of an 
icebreaker activity such as the one described in this paper is to establish personal relationships 
by learning a little about other group members.  This paper is thus concerned with the idea of 
creating an environment that positively leads to group/class cohesion. 
 
CONTEXT 
This activity is suitable for the goals of the EDC program mainly in two ways: 1) by helping to 
foster student’s collaborative learning; and 2) by helping to promote students’ fluency by 
reducing anxiety and possibly, increasing students’ WTC.  Though there is a demand on 
memory with this activity, it is suitable for all four levels of EDC student since there are no 
particularly strong language demands.  The activity should be conducted in the first five to ten 
minutes of a normal EDC lesson since it is designed to lessen student anxiety and set the stage 
for group cohesion for the remainder of class. The teacher should decide if the activity will be 
used for just the first class or for the first four to five weeks of the semester. 
 
TASKS AND MATERIALS 
One of the most beneficial aspects of this activity for the teacher is that no special materials or 
preparation are needed or required nor any specific language concepts or skills need to be taught.  
That being said, the teacher should ensure that there is enough space in the class to make the 
circle.  Also, the teacher should know, or have a list, of the information topics (e.g. food you 
dislike, country you want to visit, etc.) the students will be sharing for the duration of the 
activity.  Since the teacher will be participating in the activity, it might be a good idea for the 
teacher to briefly study the student roster and faces beforehand to become a bit familiar with the 
students in the class.   
 
PROCEDURE 
The activity begins with the teacher forming the students in a circle, most likely at the front of 
the classroom.  There are two to three parts to the activity: 1) student introductions; 2) conduct 
the activity in counterclockwise direction; 3) conduct the activity in clockwise direction.  If 
teachers will be using this activity after the first day, then part one can be skipped. 
Step 1: After the quiz, quickly assemble students in a circle.  Tell students we are going to play 
the “Learning Circle.”  The teacher first greets the class (e.g. “Good morning”) and 
explains how to do the activity. 
 
Step 2: The teacher begins the activity by introducing him/herself (e.g. name) and saying where 
they are from.  So for example, “I am David Truxal. I am from Chicago.”  The students 
continue to introduce themselves until everyone has done so.  
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Step 3: After the students have introduced themselves, the second part of the activity begins by 
the student to the immediate left of the teacher saying their first name and their answer to 
the topic of choice (e.g. food you like). The student does not need to use complete 
sentences, e.g. “My name is Yuki. I like ramen.” If the student uses complete sentences, 
the teacher can model exactly what to say e.g., “Yuki, ramen.”  The teacher then 
continues by saying the previous students’ information and his/her  own, e.g., “Yuki, 
ramen; David, tonkatsu.”  
 
Step 4: The activity continues this way (i.e. counterclockwise) so that every successive student 
repeats both the previous information and their own.  Along the way, hints, gestures, 
partial information, or even whole answers can be given to students who are having 
trouble.  I like to give a bit of brief group applause at the conclusion of each part of the 
activity. 
 
Step 5:  Now that the students know how to do the activity, complete the third part of the 
activity whereby the last student from part two begins by once again repeating his or her 
name and a different topic of choice (e.g. country you want to visit) so that the teacher is 
one of the last to take a turn. 
 
Step 6: The activity continues this way (i.e. clockwise) so that every successive student repeats 
both the previous information and their own.  Again, along the way, hints, gestures, 
partial information, or even whole answers can be given to students who are having 
trouble remembering the answers. 
 
VARIATIONS 
As stated above, the Learning Circle can be conducted on just the first lesson, at any time during 
the semester, or for any length of time (e.g. for the first few weeks of the semester) during the 
semester.  It could be said that the activity’s primary purpose would be as an icebreaker, 
especially if only used on the first class.  But if the activity is used in say the first four or five 
weeks of class, the activity should also serve the purpose of creating a more cohesive classroom 
environment due to students learning about basic information each other.  Of course, if the 
activity is performed in multiple classes, the teacher will need to provide new information and 
the students will not have to introduce themselves as they did in the first part of the activity in 
the first class.   
 Most likely, it will only be necessary to include one new piece of information each week, 
instead of two (i.e. as in the first lesson) as the activity should not take much more than a few 
minutes.  As there are practically innumerable topics to use, it is up to the teacher to decide what 
is most appropriate as long as it is interesting and relevant to the students. 
 A variation of step 5, the third part of the activity, can be to begin by instead of the last 
student from part two to starting the circle, having two students “rock, paper, scissors” or “jan, 
ken, pon” to see who starts.  This adds a bit of fun tension to the atmosphere as the relief on the 
face of the student who loses is palpable.  It also gives the students a bit of autonomy, instead of 
the teacher simply deciding who goes first. 
 
REFLECTIONS 
I have used this activity in every one of my classes during the first five weeks of class for the 
past two semesters.  Some of the topics I have included are: “food you dislike”, “favorite class at 
university”, “favorite toy/game as a child”, “food you like”, “country you want to visit”, 




“favorite place in Japan”, “if you could do any hobby what would it be”.  From my observations, 
I have found that the students especially enjoy the topics of food you dislike and country you 
want to visit.  They are often very interested in knowing what food their fellow classmates find 
not so enjoyable or where they would like to go in the world. 
 As Hunter (2012) states and also from my observations, in almost all cases, students react 
well to this activity as it often “captures and then releases the nervous energy present on the first 
day of class” (p. 2-26) as well as energy that is present in many of the first classes of either 
semester.  There is visible relief on students’ faces when they successfully complete their turn, 
especially the last person who has to remember all of the students’ names and pieces of 
information.  As stated above, one variation is to have the students jan, ken, pon to see who goes 
first instead of the teacher assigning the first turn.  This lightens the atmosphere as it is 
something the students are familiar with.  Often, the losing student apologizes to the person, or 
people next to him/her since they will have the greater memory load. 
 Since the goal of the learning circle is to lower stress and create greater group cohesion, if 
a student cannot remember another student’s name or piece of information, the answer can be 
whispered, pantomimed, or hinted at by the teacher or another student, just so long as the student 
does not stand in silence for too long.  In my classes, I have often forgotten and even pretended 
to forget information which results in a lightening of tension.  I think it is important for the 
students to see the teacher making mistakes and that if it is alright for the teacher to make 
mistakes, it is alright for them as well. Mistakes are an important part of the language learning 
process and if the tone in the class is one that fosters student comfort and security, students 
should feel that their mistakes are no problem. 
 I think that one of the reasons this activity is seemingly successful in bringing the group 
together is simply for the fact of the entire class standing together for the simple task of 
remembering each other’s name and a simple piece of information.  I say this in contrast to other 
ice-breakers that are routinely used in language classes, e.g. “Find Someone Who” in which it 
can be uncomfortable for students to ask each other questions, one on one, in the first lesson of 
the semester.  Because this activity is simple and involves the whole class (plus the teacher) 
doing it together, I feel that a sense of camaraderie, however slight it may be, is created.  EDC 
teachers are often distraught that their students don’t get along and have a general lack of 
togetherness.  While I can’t say for certain that this activity will help students to get along, it 
does seem that as for creating a sense of togetherness, the learning circle has a definite place in 
the EDC classroom. 
 For future investigation it might be useful to look at classes that use this activity for the 
first weeks of class versus classes that do not.  Then, it might be possible to ascertain what 
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